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PREFACE AND 
ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 


Any translator of the extraordinary Bengali devotional poet, 
Ramprasad Sen, has to deal with two depressingly persistent 
problems: first, the variation of texts for single poems, a condi- 
tion partly explained by the dependence of recorders and editors 
on the oral tradition of transmitting verses meant to be sung; 
second, questionable authorship. Many of the poems assigned 
to Ramprasad are probably the work of other (not always bad) 
poets affixing the greater writer's name to their own work, per- 
haps to help it on the way to glory. No serious scholarly effort 
has yet been made to establish a settled canon, a task that in 
any case may prove futile. The authors have received helpful 
advice in generous portions from the following among their col- 
leagues and friends: Edward C. Dimock, Jr., Ralph W. Nicho- 
las, A. K. Ramanujan, Tirthankar Bose, Pabitra Sarkar, William 
Brandt, Kenneth Bryant, John Gage, Robert Goldman, Jose- 
phine Miles, Vinayak Paranjpe, and Thomas Sloane. 

To these all we wish to express our deep gratitude and to ab- 
solve them from responsibility for any of the errors in this book; 
these, of course, rest with us. Wallace Stevens wrote that the 
“‘moon follows the sun like a French / Translation of a Russian 
poem.’’ We hope that here and there we have reflected so much 
of the original light. 
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INTRODUCTION 


I. BACKGROUND 


The poems of Ramprasad Sen emerge from the context of a 
very old Indian religious cult, one with which orthodox Hindus 
sometimes find themselves uncomfortable. Whether they were 
first composed orally or written down, the poems were meant to 
be sung and for an audience of villagers whose expectations rose 
out of a life that changed little over the centuries. When all this 
is admitted, one has to concede that the word ‘‘translation’’ is, 
at best, a dubious one for what follows: literary verses by con- 
temporary western city dwellers. Yet the translators thought 
that something of the power and sense of Ramprasad’s work 
might be brought over into the modern American idiom if we 
used a style comparable to the ‘‘openness’’ and colloquialism of 
the originals. 

Our method was simple and one used many times before, 
particularly with Indian poetry. A specialist in the original and 
one or more poets in the receiving language work together 
through various stages: a deliberately prosaic translation with 
notes, a verse translation, criticism of this, revisions, until the 
participants are satisfied—the specialist that the English version 
strays from the original as little as possible, the poet that the 
final draft is a poem. The method is open to obvious criticisms 
—chiefly, that the poet, no matter how good the specialist, 
must work from an interpretation of the original and thereby 
compounds the possibility of misrepresentation. This criticism 
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is legitimate and there is no point dodging it. But until there 
are more American poets who are also specialists in languages 
like Bengali, the method seems the only one that might pro- 
duce something worth reading, if the aim is to make poems in 
the receiving language. Though prose versions can serve good 
purposes, it was our thought that, no matter how culturally 
exotic Ramprasad Sen seems to late twentieth-century Ameri- 
cans, we may still read his work as poetry. In fact, he shares two 
decisive qualities with our contemporary poets: an intense feel- 
ing for the desperateness of the human condition, and a convic- 
tion that the poet’s personality is a proper subject matter for his 
poems. 

But though Ramprasad is not shy about letting his personal 
feelings into his songs and these songs are still part of a living 
oral tradition, we know almost nothing about his life except 
that he was born and flourished in the Bengal of the 18th cen- 
tury.! Our ignorance is not surprising. The lives of pre-modern 
Indian poets were often transmuted into exemplary types of 
what they should have been. Ramprasad in this fashion became 
the ideal type of devotional poet. Legend has it that, as a young 
clerk bored with his work and suffused with devotion, he was 
caught filling his ledger with songs to the Mother Goddess and 
was sent off, adequately subsidized, by his kindly employer to 
devote his whole time to worship. Even his death exemplified a 
perfect act of worship. At the climax of the festival for the God- 
dess whom he adored, Her image is immersed in the Ganges. 
The poet is said to have followed Her under, singing lyrics he 
composed to elicit Her grace. And so closed a life, in its ideal 
telling, of perfect faith. 

About that faith we know a good deal more than we do 
about Ramprasad Sen. It was a species of bhakti. The term 
bhakti, signifying emotional worship, is found as far back as the 
Upanishads.? But it takes on its special meaning as defining a 
religious movement during what is called the medieval period 
in India. Bhakti is the term describing a group of cults that 
shared then at least two things in common: the spirit of revolt 
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against brahman-dominated Hindu orthodoxy, and the aim of 
achieving a direct passionate relation with a particular deity that 
orthodoxy prevented. The orthodox faith entailed intercession 
between believer and god. The intercessor was the brahman 
priest who commanded the appropriate ritual knowledge to 
achieve contact with divine power. But too often the priest was 
merely a technician of the ceremonial, and the ritual a routine 
that did not much satisfy those who longed for something more 
personal and intense, more ‘‘real.’’ This was precisely, in its 
various forms, what Sakti supplied. For the priest, it substi- 
tuted the guru who did not intercede but guided, and the guid- 
ance was toward immediate relation with the divine, either in 
mystic union or loving closeness. Like the orthodox faith, bhakti 
was a means of release from the racking world of rebirth and the 
chain of cause and effect, of karma—not, however, through 
arid ritual, but through a wholly devoted heart. 

The dominant modes of bhakti were those connected with 
the worship of Vishnu, either in the form of the heroic Rama or 
the lovable Krishna, and of Shiva, often in His most terrifying 
aspects. Ramprasad’s SAakti was none of these, but worship of 
Shiva’s consort, Shakti, the Great Mother. And though Shak- 
tism was never so prevalent a cult in India as Vaishnavism and 
Shaivism, it commanded a wide following in the Bengal, shar- 
ing dominance there with Krishna cults and the Muslim faith. 

How does Shaktism differ from the other bhakti cults? A 
major difference, obviously, is the worship of a goddess as the 
prime divinity. The worship of a female principle, if nothing 
else, permits a range and intensity of relationship to deity not 
readily available to other forms of bhakti. That Ramprasad 
responds to the Goddess in various aspects with various names, 
and by no means exhaustively, suggests the rich range of emo- 
tional expressiveness She opens to Her devotees. 

But does his response suggest more? And what sense is there 
to be made out of the fact that some of Her forms and titles 
seem flatly to contradict others and that they all add up to no 
clear and coherent definition of Her character? For example, 
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some epithets for Her denote a loving mother or lovable child, 
while others indicate an overwhelmingly destructive force. Some 
point to a transcendent deity, others to the disreputable spouse 
of the supreme deity, Shiva, forbidding denizen of mountain- 
top and cremation grounds. Thus, while She is addressed as the 
Mother (and most often perceived in that role by Ramprasad), 
She is also known as Kali, the Dark One, of terrible and men- 
acing aspect. She is sometimes Uma, daughter of the Mountain 
(Giri), who as a tender girl is married to the unprepossessing 
Shiva; at other times she is Durga, fair complexioned protec- 
tress, who, mounted on Her lion, slays the buffalo demon, Ma- 
hishasura, who is released from rebirth by her very touch. 
Though conceived as a warrior, She is most often seen as moth- 
erly, both to Her divine children (Her sons are Ganesh and Kar- 
tik, Her daughters, Lakshmi and Sarasvati) and to her devotees. 
She presides over men’s happier experiences: prosperity, victory, 
and good luck. But She has many more names besides these— 
108 is one figure—including many that designate Her role as 
the female counterpart of Shiva. Thus, as He is given the epi- 
thet Bhairava (the Terrible One), so She is Bhairavi. And so 
on—a vast collection of titles that seem to add up to no whole, 
no consistent ethos. But this confusion holds only if She is seen 
as human. Seen as a principle, She deserves Her many names. 
For while it is perhaps true that these epithets indicate that 
more than one female deity has been absorbed into Her char- 
acter and that some of the epithets may be ways of explaining 
otherwise puzzling cult iconography or ritual, Her names, to- 
gether, do finally describe what She is—the vital principle of 
the visible universe which has many faces: gracious, cruel, cre- 
ative, destructive, loving, indifferent—the endless possibility of 
the active energy at the heart of the world. If devotees some- 
times call Her Kali, sometimes Tara, it is not because they are 
confused or that She is a chaos of attributes, but because they 
are addressing the aspect of Her that in the particular circum- 
stances they wish to bring into their consciousness, or they are 
using one name as a sort of metonymy for all the others. 
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In Ramprasad’s songs we meet many of Her faces and neces- 
sarily become involved in the context of Her mythical biography. 
For example, we see her sometimes as the child Gauri, some- 
times as the young Uma or Parvati, the devoted bride of Shiva, 
who had for a rival the River Ganges, Shiva’s second wife, 
whom He caught in His hair as She fell from heaven. But more 
often we face the Goddess in a less benign form, particularly 
where She has assimilated many of the characteristics of Her 
ascetic husband, one of whose epithets is Kala (meaning both 
death and time), the masculine counterpart for the name so 
often used for her.4 She is represented as blue-black, three-eyed, 
four-armed, naked except for the macabre adornment of a 
necklace of human heads and a girdle of lopped-off hands. Like 
Shiva as the Lord of Dancers, She is portrayed in the midst of a 
great dance, hair flying, Her whole being in ecstatic trance. 
However, this dance includes elements special to the Goddess. 
Hers is clearly a battle dance, as can be seen from the lethal 
blade She wields. Her platform is the inert body of Shiva. 
Other representations—for example of a single deity, half male, 
half female—suggest that, to Her devotees, there is no single 
simple way of perceiving the mystery of reality, at least not in 
human terms. The sum of all Her representations, however, 
points to an overwhelming paradox commanding awed worship 
beyond conventional religious usage, just as Kali and Her hus- 
band stand outside the social order in their behavior and habi- 
tat. Bhakti, as we have noted, began as a defiance of orthodoxy. 
It is hardly any wonder that its deities thrived outside of the 
comfortable confines of established belief. 

Ramprasad accepts this unorthodoxy as the true way of salva- 
tion and in his songs draws heavily on other unorthodox sources, 
chiefly the very old esoteric doctrines of Tantra and Yoga, both 
by this time related to the worship of the Great Mother in cults 
deeply rooted in the Bengal. In these doctrines the way to re- 
lease is not in passionate prayer alone, in songs like those of 
Ramprasad, where the Goddess is perceived as external to the 
bhakta. In Tantra, She is rather conceived as an internal prin- 
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ciple, part of the allegorized physio-religious landscape of the 
body, a vital force, which proper discipline will bring into rela- 
tion with Her devotee’s higher self. Thus, the spinal column is 
perceived as a sort of plant with seven lotuses on its stem; the 
first of these is called the m#/adhara cakra and is located be- 
tween the anus and the genitalia. The others, each with its 
name, ascend to the highest, the sahasrara or thousand-petalled 
lotus located in the center of the crown of the head. Each petal 
of each lotus has also its distinctive name. The dormant Shakti 
is said to reside, in the form of ku/akundalini, at the lowest of 
the cakras and through proper means is to be brought, stage by 
stage, up the channels—there are three running parallel to the 
spinal chord—until She enters the sahasrara where yoga (union) 
with Shiva takes place.6 The representation of the Goddess 
standing on Shiva’s chest is a metaphor for this union.” The 
whole allegory of the union provides other metaphors for Ram- 
prasad’s poems, for example, poem 46, in which the devotee is 
urged to dive into his own body and bring up the 4ulakundalini 
that is here depicted as a great pearl in the sea of knowledge. 
In fact, much that on first glance seems obscure in Rampra- 
sad becomes clear if seen as part of this great inner drama of 
salvation that characterizes Shaktism: for instance, his scorn for 
caste, ritual, idol worship, pilgrimage, animal sacrifice—all ex- 
ternals in which he finds no religious content, and which are in 
fact obstacles in attaining release from the world. What he does 
find of value, besides the words of his guru, is his own fervent 
devotion, that inward state in which all energies are concen- 
trated on the great striving toward the divine. Only this pas- 
sionate concentration will get him across the sea of life. Only 
total devotion will protect him from his worst enemies, the six 
passions—sexual desire, anger, greed, lethargy, pride and envy 
—which appear in the poems in many guises: crocodiles, 
thieves, villains, tenants in his body's house, oil merchants, ox- 
en. But whatever form they take, their sole function is to cheat 
him of release from the cycle of rebirth. They work hand in 
hand with Maya or appearance (which ironically is the work of 
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the Goddess Herself in Her role as creator) to cut Ramprasad off 
from the reality toward which he struggles. His songs are in fact 
continual reminders to himself of this truth as well as prayers to 
the Mother that She might effect his release by the favor of Her 
grace. 


Il. THE POETRY 


I'm not calling you Mother anymore. 
All You give me is trouble. 

I had a home and a family, now 

I'm a beggar—what will You think of 
Next, my wild-haired Devi? 


I'll beg before I come to You, 

Crying ‘‘Mother."’ I've tried that 

And got the silent treatment. 

If the mother lives should the son suffer, 

And if she’s dead, hasn't he got to live somehow? 


Ramprasad says: What’s a mother 
Anyway, the son’s worst enemy? 

I keep wondering what worse You can do 
Than make me live over and over 

The pain, life after life. [24] 


This is typical Ramprasad: a petulant outburst, as if the poem 
had begun in passionate mid-quarrel; this followed by a bitter 
itemization of the poet’s misery; this, in turn, capped by the 
poet’s signature affixed, as it were, to a bill of complaints 
against the Goddess, and finally a general statement of the tor- 
tured relation between devotee and deity. The aim in such 
poetry is to make its audience live with the poet the actual con- 
dition of the devotee moving through the experiences that will 
lead eventually to release from the hateful cycle of rebirth. 
Ramprasad's method is to get in as close as possible to the actual 
relation between the poet, tangled in the snares of the world, 
and the object of his worship, remote in the condition of total 
freedom. He accomplishes this by foregrounding, on the one 
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hand, the poet's unidealized human condition and on the 
other, balancing that off with a view— from the human van- 
tage—of the character of the Goddess. This view, full of rage 
and irony, might seem to Westerners a piece of near blasphe- 
mous irreverence, but is, in fact, a convention tound in other 
Indian devotional verse.® 

Ramprasad is one of its most frequent and daring practi- 
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hand, the poet’s unidealized human condition and on the 
other, balancing that off with a view— from the human van- 
tage—of the character of the Goddess. This view, full of rage 
and irony, might seem to Westerners a piece of near blasphe- 
mous irreverence, but is, in fact, a convention tound in other 
Indian devotional verse.® 

Ramprasad is one of its most frequent and daring practi- 
tioners, and it serves him in many ways. Its precatory function is 
to get the attention of the deity, the psychological principle 
here evidently being that insult is more apt to provoke response 
from a self-absorbed deity that a mere summons or even flat- 
tery. But the device has more complex poetic functions. It is a 
way of dramatizing the difficult and ambiguous relation of 
devotee and deity in a world which is built, so to speak, to keep 
the human and the divine spirit apart, and it suggests the pain- 
ful exertion involved in the posture of worship. But the conven- 
tion is also a means of revealing the power in that relation, once 
established, to transform every kind of emotion—hostile as well 
as loving—into devotional passion through the act of total con- 
centration on the deity. Finally, the device serves as an ironic in- 
strument to exhibit what is essential in the relations between 
devotee and deity. For when Ramprasad accuses Kali of indif- 
ference, he is also suggesting her total detachment from the 
world, the very quality that he needs to achieve for release, just 
as when he accuses her of shameless nakedness, intoxication, 
and madness, he is, in fact, cataloguing some of her most po- 
tent attributes: the awesome presence of real being, without the 
conventional covering of appearance; the joy of true freedom, 
and its refusal to be contained in rational or moral categories. 
And when he bemoans his own misery and his unattended need 
for his mother, he is marking the essential starting point for the 
worshipper who has begun to see his true relation with the 
world. Here, the devotee’s anguish measures the distance be- 
tween human and divine, just as poems that exhibit joy suggest 
the closing of that distance. The convention of accusation and 
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insult, in short, provides Ramprasad with an intensity and 
depth of feeling to match the awesome crisis of salvation. 

Yet Ramprasad’s use of this convention is not even his most 
startling practice, if seen against the background of Indian 
classical tradition. More drastic is the introduction of the poet’s 
personality into his poems. The Sanskrit poet of the older tradi- 
tion, typically, stayed well behind his verse, entering it, if at all, 
in the character of an ideal type, just as his characters and situa- 
tions were ideal.? The personal, with rare exceptions, he would 
have regarded as sub-literary.!° But it was not the poet of the 
classical tradition that served Ramprasad for a model in his 
devotional songs, but rather the passionate worshipper, the 
bhakta, speaking in his own voice directly to the issue of his 
salvation. If most medieval devotional or bhakti poetry aimed 
to arouse a sense of loving closeness to the deity, then Ram- 
prasad’s particular style of bhakti carried him a step futher—to 
using his own life as a poetic exhibit of striving for that close- 
ness. And the intensity of his personalism makes him stand out 
even among other bhakti poets whose expressive range was, in 
fact, formidable. 

The poetry associated with the devotional movements was 
mainly of three kinds: the hortatory, in which the poet—really 
a guru—who had attained understanding, instructed an audi- 
ence that still needed to be shown the way; the dramatic, in 
which the poet identified with lover, friend, or kinsman of the 
deity as a person in a particular phase of its activity of play;" 
and finally, the lyric in which the poet appears to speak for 
himself, in the role of devotee, addressing the deity as a person. 
It is mainly this latter kind of poem that represents a break with 
the classical Sanskrit tradition; the other two fall well within the 
range of the tradition of the impersonal poem. 

Yet there is an exception to this last generalization. Bhakti 
poetry, and Ramprasad’s is no exception, almost always ends 
with a signature line or 54anita in which the poet, interjecting 
the personal in a manner appropriate to the 4a&s7 mode, may 


INTRODUCTION 


speak in his own voice. However, even this introduction of the 
personal could become highly formulaic with usage. Ramprasad 
uses the S+anitd for a number of conventional purposes: some- 
times as a summary statement of stance, sometimes as an ironic 
commentary on the body of the poem. The device, in its most 
basic function, probably serves him and all its users as a refrain 
joining the songs of a cycle for oral presentation.'? 

Ramprasad composed in all three of the above-mentioned 
modes, occasionally taking on the role of lecturer (52),!3 some- 
times speaking in the voice of the mother of the Goddess as 
Uma, the Mountain’s divine child whose husband will be that 
weird and unprepossessing mendicant, Shiva (33).'4 Sometimes 
Ramprasad even mixes the modes (61), but his imagination 
seems most engaged by the third in which he speaks for him- 
self, though even here, the model or metaphor for the relation 
between him and the Goddess is familiar, that of son to 
mother, as in the poem which opened the discussion. He is also 
fond of translating the hortatory mode into something charac- 
teristically personal as when, in many poems, he substitutes for 
the audience that requires enlightenment, his own mind: 


Who's with you Mind, 
And what are you waiting for? [12] 


So I say: Mind, don’t you sleep 
Or Time is going to get in and steal from you. [13] 


Mind, why do you fret so much, 
Like a motherless child? [45] 


The ostensible audience here, the poet’s mind, is not at all 
depersonalized as with the usual hortatory poem, but as is so 
characteristic in Ramprasad’s work, made part of the family, a 
sort of easily fooled, reckless younger brother needing stern, fre- 
quent, but loving correction. Indeed, Ramprasad peoples his 
verse with personifications which in lesser poets might remain 
vaguely abstract, but in his work become vivid actors in the 
drama of his experience. His own passions and senses rise up as 
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physically present antagonists, along with death, a less than 
intimate but no less real opponent in Ramprasad’s battle for 
release. 

Even to the worn conventions of traditional Sanskrit verse 
Ramprasad restores life by setting them deep in the experiential 
quality of his version of bhakti. Old figures of traditional 
allegory—for instance, boat and house as metaphors for the 
body, net for delusion, jewel for wisdom, and sea for both the 
world of appearance and for the waters of salvation—all these 
become palpable things in his work, part of the setting of his 
struggle for salvation, and here they thrive in a rich climate of 
feeling ranging from the wild despair of an abandoned child 
(17) through the intoxicated hilarity of a man drunk with Kali’s 
saving love (59) to something like the high calm of a worshipper 
tasting release (51). 

Ramprasad has no visible predecessors in his extraordinary 
version of bhakti.’ The complex intensity of his relation with 
his deity is hardly matched in any other poet. Other poets have 
brilliantly exploited the material he uses, but none in his ex- 
traordinary combination which altogether produces a unique 
voice in Indian literature. Some modern readers, viewing the 
perfect end of devotion as oneness with God, may sometimes 
find the tone of that voice hard to take undiluted; Ramprasad 
can coolly inform us that, though he loves sugar, he hasn’t 
“the slightest/ desire/ To merge with sugar’’ (54), and who 
with awesome honesty tells Kali to Her face that nobody would 
worship Her if it weren’t for the terror of death (4), and with 
equally disarming candor and considerable self-irony, concludes 
a poem with the following admission: 


It's amazing! 
Others brag about their happiness, 
I brag about my suffering. [28] 


It might even occur to the reader that Ramprasad seems on 
occasion to contradict himself about the desired end of sal- 
vation, for at one point he declares that what he wants of 
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the Goddess is not union, but proximity: ‘*. . . what's this 
salvation/ If it swallows the saved like water/ In water?’’ (54). 
But at another point he can say: ‘‘. . . you end, brother,/ 
Where you begin, a reflection/ Rising in water, mixing with 
water,/ Finally one with water’’ (3). In this last, he may be 
speaking only about the body, but clearly he seems to be influ- 
enced by the dualistic view (@vatta) of Krishna cults, as against 
the monistic Hinduism (advaita) common to Shiva and Shakti 
worship. But most readers aren't theologians and can take Ram- 
prasad for what he is: a poet of great gifts singing out of a 
dreadful urgency in a voice that is full and memorably human. 
It is no wonder that his verses are still sung by the old and 
young in Bengali villages and towns. 

In Bengal, Ramprasad is appreciated as much for the music 
he brought to his words as for the poetry itself. That aural 
delicacy, of course, is missed completely when one comes to 
these lyrics through translations. In some of the published Ben- 
gali anthologies, a melody or melodic style and rhythm are 
specified for each of the songs. In some cases a particular ragini, 
a given scale or mode, is indicated. But for the majority, the 
designated music is simply ‘‘prasadi,’’ an adjectival form of 
Ramprasad's name, which underscores the uniqueness of this 
poet’s music. The prosody of these songs is governed more by 
the specified musical rhythmic configuration (most frequently 
ektala, a twelve-beat measure) than by any of the traditional 
poetic scansion systems. Several syllables may be rushed to- 
gether or a single syllable lengthened to meet the demands of 
oral performance. But the songs do display that most common 
of poetic ornamentations—common to medieval Bengali po- 
etry, at least—the end-rhyme. It is partly with end-rhymes and 
the musical rhythmic pattern that one kind of artistic unity is 
obtained. Another unity, the poetic unity inherent in these 
texts sans music and rhyme, comes through, we trust, in our 
translations. 

Interested readers may want to enjoy the English renderings 
of some sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Vaishnava devo- 
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tional poetry from Bengal as well as a sampling of tenth- to 
twelfth-century Shaiva lyrics originally composed in the Kan- 
nada language. The first are to be found in In Praise of Krishna: 
Songs from the Bengali, Edward C. Dimock, Jr. and Denise 
Levertov, trans. (Garden City, N.Y.: Anchor Books, 1967), the 
second in Speaking of Siva, A.K. Ramanujan, trans. (Balti- 
more: Penguin Books Inc., 1973). 


NOTES TO INTRODUCTION 


1. Direct information about Ramprasad is almost nonexistent or is compro- 
mised by doubt. We have details about the poet as reported by Isvar Chandra 
Gupta in his magazine, Sambad Prabhakar. But these belong to the nine- 
teenth century and constitute shaky testimony. Discussion in English of Ram- 
prasad’s biography is found in Romesh Chunder Dutt, Cultural Heritage of 
Bengal, 3rd ed. rev. (Calcutta: Punthi Pustak, 1962), pp. 79 ff.; and Sukumar 
Sen, History of Bengali Literature (New Delhi: Sahitya Akademi, 1960), pp 

169-70. In Bengali, see Isvar Chandra Gupta's article reprinted in Yogen- 
dranath Gupta, Sadhak Kabi Ramprasdd (Calcutta: Bhattacharya Sons, Ltd., 
1954), pp. 6 ff.; and Sukumar Sen, Barigala Sahityer Itthas, Vol. 1, Pt. 2, 2nd 
ed. (Calcutta: Eastern Publishers, 1965), pp. 493 ff. 


2. The Shvetashvatara Upanishad (see S. K. De, “Sects and Sectarian Wor- 
ship in the Epic,” Aspects of Sanskrit Literature (Calcutta: K. L. Mukho- 
padhyay, 1959] pp. 57 ff.). Bhakti is one traditional Hindu means of salvation 
(moksha or release from rebirth) along with sana (knowledge of the reality 
behind appearances, come to through contemplation and study). But bhakti, 
in the form of organized cults, did not come to prominence until fairly late in 
Indian history. (See Edward C. Dimock, Jr., ‘‘Hindu Mysticism," Encyclo- 
paedia Britannica, 15th ed. [Chicago: Encyclopaedia Britannica, 1974], vol. 8, 
pp. 923 ff.) 

3. See A. K. Ramanujan, Speaking of Siva, pp. 29-37 

4. Though Ka/a is one of the many epithets for Shiva, the name more com- 
monly used in Bengali for this god is Mahakala (The Great Time or Death). In 
these lyrics ‘‘Death’’ (4a/2) usually refers to Yama, not Shiva. Mention 
should be made of another name for Shiva, the Blue-Throated One, an 
epithet acquired when, in order to save the world, he drank the poison 
churned up from the cosmic sea (38). 

5. See Ananda K. Coomaraswamy, The Dance of Shiva (New York: The Sun- 
wise Turn, Inc., 1918), pp. 66-78, for a detailed discussion of the significance of 
Shiva’s dance. It should be noted that the nafaraya aspect of Shiva does not 
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appear in Ramprasad’s Shaktism. In his lyrics Shiva is the two-armed, white- 
skinned yogi, husband of Kali. 


6. Jadunath Sinha, Rama Prasada's Devotional Songs, ‘‘Introduction,"’ pp. 
29-32. 

7. Shiva is the purusha, the inactive; the Goddess is the shakti or prakriti, the 
active. Without His shakti (power) Shiva is powerless. Until yoga (union) oc- 
curs, Shiva is like a shava (corpse). (See Heinrich Zimmer, Myths and Symbols 
in Indian Art and Civilization (New Yotk: Pantheon Books, 1946], pp. 
205-16.) 

8. The convention seems to have no technical name, though certain figures in 
Sanskrit poetic vaguely resemble it, like mindastuti (praise by blame), vyayas- 
tuti (pretext of praise), and vydyaninda (pretext of blame). However, these are 
used mainly as witty compliment or insult, as when a king is ‘‘censured’’ for 
his cruelty in making widows of his enemy's wives. Bhakżi poets aimed at 
something far less courtly in their usage. It is possible that Ramprasad adapted 
for his own uses the censure of Shiva from the Puranic tradition, in which 
Daksha, Brahma's son, in a fit of pique, denounces Shiva for many of the 
same faults that Ramprasad attributed to Kali and Shiva: immodesty, 
slovenliness, evil companions, hysteria, morbid obsession with death, drunk- 
enness and insanity (see, for example, the Bhagavata Purana: The Srimad- 
Bhagavatam of Krishna-Dwaipayana Vyasa, J. M. Sanyal, tr. (Calcutta: Orien- 
tal Pub. Co., 1952, 3rd ed.], vol. 11, ch. 2, pp. 8-11). It is not a great step for 
a bhakti poet to transpose the speaker of these denunciations from the third 
person to the first and use them to very different ends. Another source of the 
convention could be folk traditions like the slanging contest from whose rib- 
aldry even gods were not spared. 


9. Even when the Sanskrit author alludes to himself in his work, the intention 
is understood by the audience to be tactical, very much in the manner of Pin- 
dar in his odes, where the point is often to establish the poet's credentials as a 
spokesman whose voice properly transcends the personal. (See Elroy L. Bundy, 
Studia Pindarica Il, The First Isthmain Ode, No. 2, (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1962], pp. 35-92; also Studia Pindarica I, The Eleventh Olym- 
pian Ode, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1962], pp. 1-34, especially 
p. 32.) 

10. There are, of course, exceptions stretching as far back as the Rig Veda, for 
example, the well-known ‘‘Gambler's Hymn” (34, Bk. 10), also Hymn 164, 
Bk. 1, in which there is a vivid sense of the poet. In these the emphasis is 
placed somewhat more than usual on the condition of the suppliant, whereas 
the typical hymn was almost wholly given over to a catalogue of the attributes 
and accomplishments of the deity addressed. And this latter mode is the over- 
whelmingly dominant one for the later Indian hymn or stofra, until at least 
the medieval period. (See De, ‘Sanskrit Devotional Poetry and Hymnology,”’ 
Aspects of Sanskrit Literature, pp. 101 ff.). 


11. Many of Kabir's poems illustrate the hortatory kind; examples of the sec- 
ond are most typically found in poems on the play of the young Krishna in 
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which the poet takes on the role of foster parent or his beloved Radha or the 
‘friend'’ bearing messages between god and lover. Sur Das is celebrated for 
poems in which the speaker identifies with the parent; Chandidas, for those 
in which the speaker takes the role of lover or friend. (See E. C. Dimock and 
D. Levertov, In Praise of Krishna). 
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I spent my days in fun, 

Now, Time’s up and I’m out of a job. 

I used to go here and there making money, 
Had brothers, friends, wife, and children 
Who listened when I spoke. Now they scream at me 
Just because I’m poor. Death’s 

Field man is going to sit by my pillow 
Waiting to grab my hair, and my friends 
And relations will stack up the bier, 

Fill the pitcher, ready my shroud and say 
So long to the old boy 

In his holy man’s get-up. 

They'll shout Hari a few times, 

Dump me on the pile and walk off. 

That’s if for old Ramprasad. 

They'll wipe off the tears 

And dig in to their supper. 


19 


2 


O Mind, you think it’s all in fun, 

You've got it made, really made, 

Bouncing from mood to mood, 

Bawling now, now dancing. 

When there was money you spent a fortune 
on trash. When there was none, 

You sold jewels for next to nothing. 


Beauty lives in the pleasure house 
And you are dazzled by Beauty. 
When are you going to wake up 
And count the cost of Beauty? 


3 


Tell me, brother, what happens after death? 
The whole world is arguing about it— 
Some say you become a ghost, 

Others that you go to heaven, 

And some that you get close to God, 

And the Vedas insist you're a bit of sky 
Reflected in a jar fated to shatter. 


When you look for sin and virtue in nothing, 
You end up with nothing. 

The elements live in the body together 

But go their own ways at death. 


Prasad says: you end, brother, 
Where you began, a reflection 
Rising in water, mixing with water, 
Finally one with water. 


4 


Pitying Mother, do I worship You 
Out of my own free will? 
Nobody would 

If it weren’t for the terror 


Of death. 


Where are You, then, Mother, 
Whose strength was before 
All other powers? Your name 
Is the only freedom. 


O Devi of the tripled gaze, 
Who else has that strength? 


5 


The fisherman has cast his net 
And sits there waiting, waiting. 


What will become of me, 
Mother, in this world? 


The fish are safest 
In deep waters. 


The fisherman has cast this world 
As his net. 


When he sees what he wants 
He grabs it by the hair. 


There’s no way out, so, Mind, 
What will you do, bound by Death? 


Ramprasad says: Call the Mother, 
She can handle Death. 


6 


Listen to this story, Mother Tara, 

My house is a battlefield, nothing but a quarrel 
Of cross purposes, Five Senses, 

Mother, each with a different desire, 

All wanting pleasure all the time. 


I have been born in eight million forms 
And now I’m born a man, 

A funny figure in a world 

Whose gift to us is a load of misery. 


Mother, look at Ramprasad 
Trying to live in this house 
Whose master is driven crazy, 
Beaten by the Six Tenants. 


7 


What did I do wrong? 

Every day it gets harder. 

I sit here blubbering all the time, 

Telling myself I’m going to get out 

Of this place, I’ve had it with this life. 

The Lord of Death, a good servant, 

Came in and spun the great wheel. 

So I say to myself that I’m getting out of here 
To spend what's left of my life reciting 

Your name, but Kali, You’ve got me so hooked 
To the things of this world, I can’t cut loose. 


Ramprasad cries at Kali’s feet: 
O my dark Devi, I move through the shadows 
Of Your world in a black mood. 


8 


It’s this hope in hope, this happening again 
To be in the world, this being over and over, 
The bee’s blunder when it goes for 

The painted version of the lotus. 


You've given me bitter leaves, 
Swearing they were sweet, and my old 
Sweet tooth has cost me a whole day 
Spitting the bitterness out. 


Mother, You lured me into this world, 
You said: ‘‘Let’s play,’’ only to cheat 
My hope out of its hope with Your playing. 


Ramprasad says: In this game 

The end was a foregone conclusion. 
Now, at dusk, take up Your child 
In Your arms and go home. 


9 


How many times, Mother, are You going 

To trundle me on this wheel like a blind- 

Folded ox grinding out oil? You’ve got me 

Tied to this old trunk of a world, flogging me 
On and on. What have I done to be forced to serve 
These Six Oily Dealers, the Passions? 

All these births—eighty times 100,000— 

As beast and bird and still the door 

Of the womb is not shut on me 

And I come out hurting once more! 

When a child cries out, calling the precious name 
Of mother, then a mother takes it in her arms. 
Everywhere I look I see that’s the rule, 


Except for me. All some sinners need to do 
Is shout ‘‘Durga’’ and—pouf!—they’re saved. 


Take this blindfold off so I can see 

The feet that give comfort. There are many 
Bad children, but who ever heard 

Of a bad mother? 


There’s only one hope 
For Ramprasad, Mother—that in the end 
He will be safe at Your feet. 


10 


I'm sweating like the slave of an evil spirit, 
Flat broke, a coolie working for nothing, 

A ditch digger, and my body eats the profits. 
Five Elements, Six Passions, Ten Senses— 
Count them—all scream for attention. 

They won’t listen. I'm done for. 

A blind man clutches the cane he’s lost 
Like a fanatic. So I clutch You, Mother, 

But with my bungled karma, can’t hold on. 


Prasad cries out: Mother, cut this black snarl 
Of acts, cut through it. Let life, when death 
Closes down, shoot rejoicing up 

Out of my head like a rocket. 


11 
Just think of it, Mind— 


NES O 4 4 40% 12:48 


@ https://archive.org BG) : 


11 


Just think of it, Mind— 
No one’s anything to anyone. 


You’ve come back to this world 
For nothing. 


And for the few days of your life 
They all call you master. 


But they'll drop that master soon enough 
When the master of life and death shows up. 


And will she you worried yourself sick for, 
Will she stick by you then? 


The dear woman will sprinkle cow dung 
To clear out the bad luck. 


Shri Ramprasad says: When Death 
Grabs you by the hair, 

Call out: Kali, Kali— 

Then what can He do? 


12 


Who’s with you, Mind, 
And what are you waiting for? 


Your poor tub of a body 
Is grinding on the world’s sand bar. 


Move, move!—hoist the sail 
With your.guru’s name and shove off. 


Prasad says: Six Passions and all, 
Shove off or darkness is going to bear down 
And take you amidship. 
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13 


So I say: Mind, don’t you sleep 
Or Time is going to get in and steal from you. 


You hold on to the sword of Kali’s name, 
The shield of Tara’s name. 


Can Death overwhelm you? 
Sound Kali’s name on a horn and sound it loud. 


Chant ‘‘Durga, Durga,’’ 
Until you bring the dawn around. 


If She won't save you in this Dark Age—. 
But how many great sinners have been saved! 


Is Ramprasad then 
So unsalvageable a rogue? 


14 


I'm sick of living, Mother, sick. 

Life and money have run out 

But I go on crying ‘‘Tara, Tara,”’ 

Hoping. You are the mother of all 

And our nurse. You carry the Three Worlds 
In Your belly. 


So am I some orphan fallen out 

Of the sky? And if You think I’m bad, 
Remember, You're the cord connecting 
Every good and evil 

And I'm a tool tied to illusion. 


Your name can blot out the fear 

Of Death—so Shiva said, 

But, Terrible One, You forget all that, 
Absorbed in Shiva, Death, and Time. 


Prasad says: Your games, Mother, 
Are mysteries. You make and break. 
You’ve broken me in this life. 


15 


Mother, tell me where I should stand 
With no relations in this world? 

The father loves a child loved 

By the mother—that’s well-known. 


But that Father who bears Stepmother 

On His head—don't expect love from Him. 
And if You aren't loving, why shouldn't I go 
To Stepmother and if She takes me up 

You won’t see me around here anymore. 


Ramprasad says: Mother, 

It's right there in the Vedas and Tantras: He who repeats 
Your name is going to end up 

With a beggar’s bowl and a cast-off rug. 


16 


I've got a bone to pick with You, Mother. 
You've trapped me in a family 
And seen to it I stay poor. 


You picked on Shiva too because He begged. 
The best ritual, no doubt, is knowledge, 
But charity is better than ritual. 


Mother, Radha didn’t go empty-handed 
To Mathura. You only pretend to be poor 
Smearing Your skin with ashes. 


So where is Your fortune? I know You’ve got 
The Lord of Wealth in Your pocket. 
Why do You hold out on Ramprasad? 


At Your feet I can defeat 
Every evil every foot of the way. 


17 


Go on—I know You, Mother, I know You. 
Who ever praises You and makes You hymns 
Gets punished twice as hard for his trouble, 
Gets roasted with pain and misery. 


Nothing comes easy. It takes sweat 

To hold back a flood, takes a strong man 
To force his freedom out of You, 

Takes a finger in Your eye 

To get a little justice. 


Mother, You gave those feet that Shiva worshipped 
To Mahishasura out of terror. 

If somebody can tell You off, 

If somebody comes armed, 

You'll protect him always. 


Ramprasad wants only Your blessing 
To be happy. So take every sense 
But his voice so he can worship 

At the feet of the dark Devi. 


18 


Who can explain Your play, Mother? 
What do You take, what give back? 
You give and take again. 


For You dawn and dusk are the same. 
Nothing can stop Your perfect freedom. 
You give exactly what’s deserved. 


Even Shiva 
Under Your feet, forgets 
Your great design. 


I see what You show me—a stone 
Floating on water. 

Ramprasad is Your son. 

He can see right through those old ploys. 


19 


You think motherhood is child’s play? 

One child doesn’t make a mother if she’s cruel. 

Mine carried me ten months and ten days 

But doesn’t notice where I’ve gone when it’s time to eat. 


When a child is bad, his parents correct him, 
But You can watch Death come at me 

With murder in His heart 

And turn away yawning. 


Ramprasad asks: Who taught You to be so cold? 
If You want to be like Your father— 
Stone—don't call Yourself 

The Mother. 


20 


Mind, you gambled 
and lost everything 
So how do I move now? 


My five best chessmen 


TESS Se 
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Mind, you gambled 
and lost everything 
So how do I move now? 


My five best chessmen 

Have led me on 

And now there's my minister trembling, 
Exposed on that pawn’s square 

And my horses hang back 

And my elephant—why? 

And my ships, laden with salt, 

Sails set, lie idle at the dock 

Though the wind is fair. 


Ramprasad says: so that’s that. 
And, look—it’s check-mate 
In my back row. 


21 


Mother, this beat-up shack 

is where I live and in my fear 

I call You. Winds shake it 

But Your name holds it up. 

Every night the Six Thieves 

Climb the mud wall and break in. 
I can’t fight them, so I run, 
Mother, because Prasad confesses 
That he doesn’t want to be 

A prisoner in his own house. 


33 


22 
How are You going to escape me? 


This time—says the wretch— 
I'm going to watch closely. 


You'd snatch the fruit out of the hand 
Of a child, eat it, Mother, and cheat him. 


I'm going to hide mine so well 


You can search all over and not find it. 


You will run after me then 
As the calf runs after the cow for milk. 


Prasad says: find a half-wit 

And fool him if You want, 

But if You don’t save me 

I’m going to get Shiva to spank You. 


23 


I’m not calling You 
Anymore, crazy Kali. 


You, only a girl, waving a big sword, 
Went into battle and without a stitch. 


And there’s that pittance You gave me 
Only to snatch it right back. 


As for this half-wit son, 
You spoiled him all right, Mother. 


Poor Ramprasad cries: 

Look what You've done Mother— 
Piled this old tub 

Full of goods, then sunk it. 


34 


24 


I’m not calling you Mother anymore, 
All You give me is trouble. 

I had a home and a family, now 

I'm a beggar—what will You think of 
Next, my wild-haired Devi? 


I'll beg before I come to You, 

Crying ‘‘Mother.’’ I’ve tried that 

And got the silent treatment. 

If the mother lives should the son suffer, 

And if she’s dead, hasn't he got to live somehow? 


Ramprasad says: What’s a mother 
Anyway, the son’s worst enemy? 

I keep wondering what worse You can do 
Than make me live over and over 

The pain, life after life. 


25 


Somehow the time will pass. 

Today is going to pass, 

Only Your story will live, 

Your name, Tara, dirtied by Your cruelty. 

I came here to this marketplace 

And, sold out, wait at the landing. 

Mother, the sun is dying. I need a boat, 

And this boatman takes only those who can pay. 
He demands money 

But where will a poor man get it? 


Prasad cries: Woman of Stone, 

Glance back and give me a seat. 

I’m going to plunge anyway, singing 
Your greatness, into the sea of this world. 


26 


You sleep on in that sleep of desire, 

Found yourself a fine bed 

Of Time in this worldly world. 

You think there’s no dawn in this night 

Of pleasure? Your old mistress Lust 

Lies by you and you’re too lazy to turn 

Away from her, pulling Hope like a sheet 
Over your head, hiding your face— 

Like this winter and summer, refusing 

To send the sheet to the wash. You’ve drunk 
The wine of this world and can’t stop drinking, 
Day and night drunk and don't even cry, 
Without thinking, Kali’s name. 


You utter idiot, Prasad, Hope 

Isn’t satisfied while you're asleep 

And in this sleep a deeper sleep 

Will come when you won’t wake though called and called. 


27 


Mind, you just stay awake crying: 
“Hurrah for Kali! Hurrah for Kali!’’ 
Don’t you dare sleep, you nitwit, 
And lose your fortune. 
When you lie 
Snoring comfortably, there are nine doors 
To come through for those Passionate Villains 
Who are out to steal your goods. 


28 


Does suffering scare me? O Mother, 

Let me suffer in this world. Do I require more? 
Suffering runs ahead of me and runs after me. 
I carry it on my head and set up a stand 

In the bazaar to peddle it. 

I’m a poison worm, I thrive on poison. 

I carry it wherever I go. 


Prasad says: Mother, lift off my load. 
I need a little rest. It’s amazing! 
Others brag about their happiness, 

I brag about my suffering. 


29 


Is there yet 
Another saving ritual from the Vedas? 


My reputation is gone. 
All I’ve got left is this bad name. 


It’s all drudgery, drudgery— 
Birth and death polluting my works. 


First, my wife, who is called Thought, 
Was barren. Then, after loving, 


Bore me a son 
By the name of Bliss-in-Knowledge. 


My selfish father simply ran off, 
Indifferent to the world. Maya, my mother, died. 


Sickness and Sorrow were my brothers, 
One a miser, the other open-handed. 


Two sisters I had, Hunger and Thirst. 
No one ever had a good word for me. 


Prasad says: Why live 

In so threatening a house? I'll take these few things— 
The sort Shiva carries—and singing: 

“Hurrah for Kali,’’ I’ll just dance off. 


30 


O Mother, who really 
Knows Your magic? 


You're a crazy girl 
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O Mother, who really 
Knows Your magic? 


You're a crazy girl 
Driving us all crazy with these tricks. 


No one knows anyone else 
In a world of Your illusions. 


Kali’s tricks are so deft, 
We act on what we see. 


And what suffering— 
All because of a crazy girl! 


Who knows 
What She truly is? 


Ramprasad says: If She decides 
To be kind, this misery will pass. 


31 


She’s no ordinary girl, my Uma. 

She’s not Your daughter, Lord of the Mountain. 

I swear she’s not. I’m afraid 

To tell You, Lord, what I dreamt: 

That Uma's was the face of the God with Four Faces 
And the God with Five Faces. She was the Great Devi 
Smiling as She spoke. Vishnu came, 

The Dark One, riding Garuda, 

His hands pleadingly clasped. 


Prasad says: O lucky Lord, 
How do You rate a daughter 
Whom even the holy can’t approach? 


40 


32 


O Giri, I can’t comfort 
Your Uma anymore. 


She cries and pouts, 

Won't take the breast, 
Won't touch Her &4zr, 

And shoves away Her cream. 


When the moon lifts 
In the night sky 

She begs me to get 
The moon for Her. 


Her eyes are swollen, 
Her face pale— 
How can a mother 
Stand it! 


Crying, ‘‘Come, Mother, 

Come,’’ She holds my little finger, 
Wanting to go 

I don’t know where. 


I ask Her—‘‘Is there any way 
To get the moon?”’ 

And She flings 

Her jewelry at me. 


Giri sits up, lovingly 

Takes Gauri on His lap 

And smiling says: ‘‘Little mother, here 
Is the moon,’’ handing Her a mirror. 


Seeing Her face in the glass 
She’s happy, 


And so shames 
A million moons. 


Shri Ramprasad says: He’s a rich man 
In whose house the Mother lives, 
And, saying this, he lays Her down 
In Her small bed, fast asleep. 


33 


My life’s lord, Giri, my husband, 
Look at me tremble! What’s this terrible story I hear?— 
Darkness in broad day. 
There Shiva sits 
On His tiger skin by our door crying 
Again and again: ‘‘Come out, Mother 
Of Ganesh, come out!’’ 
You must have a heart 
Of rock, my stony man, or else 
It would have split by now. 
Our daughter 
Is another’s property—my heart knows 
But can’t quite grasp it. 
O, the bitterness 
Of it, this shocking play of Providence! 


Prasad says this to you: 

Himalaya 
And His queen are like chakori birds 
At dawn—starved for moonbeams. 


34 


The dark Mother 
Is flying a kite 
In the world’s fairground. 


O, Mind, see—you are up there 
In the gusts of hope, 

Payed out on the string of illusion, 
Your frame strung together 
Skeleton and pulse stuck on. 


But the Maker overdid it, 
Giving the kite too much ego 
In the building, 

Toughening the string with glue 
And powdered glass. 


So Mother, if out of a thousand kites 
You lose one or two, 
Laugh and clap. 


Prasad says: that kite is going to take off 
In the southern breeze, 

And on the other shore 

Of this ocean of lives 

It will dive fast to its freedom. 


35 


About maya 
This is the strangest of all— 


Those trapped in it 
Scurry every which way. 


Those free of it 
Rest contented. 


“I'm this. This is mine.”’ 
Idiot thoughts. 


O Mind, you imagined all that stuff was real 
And carelessly tangled the heart! 


“Who am I? Who is mine? 
Who else is real?’’ 


O Mind, who serves and who is the served? 
All this gladness and sadness are nothing. 


O Mind, the light in a dark room 
Is snuffed by possessions. 


Everything finally is lost 
So live in a wise house and be wary. 


Ramprasad says: 
Lift the mosquito net and look at yourself. 


36 


What’s so good in You 
That You deserve to be called Mother? 


The sad and the injured 
Revile You. 


Because of You, Mother, Father is crazy, 
With Stepmother sitting on His head. 


The old man can’t understand. 
He wears Himself out repeating Durga, Durga. 


Not even His father has the power, 
As You have, to provide with ten hands. 


Why, Tara, do You 
Always save hot words for Him? 


You’ve perished a hundred times, 
And Shiva goes around with bones for a necklace. 


Twice-born Ramprasad says: people mock me. 
They say: “‘If your mother is Annapurna, 
Why isn’t there food in your father’s house?’ 


37 


Kali, why are You naked again? 
Good grief, haven’t You any shame? 


Mother, don’t You have clothes? 
Where is the pride of a king’s daughter? 


And, Mother, is this some family duty— 
This standing on the chest of Your man? 


You're naked, He’s naked, 
You hang around the burning grounds. 


O, Mother, we are dying of shame. 
Now put on Your woman’s clothes. 


Mother, Your necklace gleams, 
Those human heads shine at Your throat. 


Prasad says: Even Shiva fears You 
When You're like this. 


38 


All right, You crazy woman, 
Get down off the Great Lord’s chest! 


Shiva’s not dead; He’s simply 
The Master Yogi meditating. 


But poison has weakened Him, 
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All right, You crazy woman, 
Get down off the Great Lord’s chest! 


Shiva’s not dead; He’s simply 
The Master Yogi meditating. 


But poison has weakened Him, 
He can’t bear the force of Your feet, Mother. 


Now, get down before His ribs cave in— 
O Shiva’s Woman, You're pitiless, pitiless. 


He drank poison and survived, 
Why should He die now? 


Ramprasad thinks He’s playing dead 
Just to have Your feet touching Him. 


47 


39 


I'm dazed thinking about it— 

How can five lunatics live together? 
Mother’s crazy, Father—He’s crazy, 

So are His two attendants, 

And I'm going half crazy myself, 
Brooding, Mother, on Your saving feet. 


Has anyone before seen a man so mad? 
Putting Her feet on His lotus heart, 

This same fellow who leaves golden Kashi 
To live in the burning grounds. 


And who'll listen if I tell what it’s like 
To live in such a household?—Like pot, like pan. 


Is there anyone else like this girl 
Wearing a necklace of chopped off heads? 


Prasad says: I don’t know what 
It’s all about, so do what You have to, 
But shake me loose from this fear of death. 


40 


Mother, how many times do I have to say this? 
I’m a draggle of seaweed in a flood of misery. 
Sex (at my age!), anger, greed, lethargy, 
Pride, envy—all tugging at all times 

Every which way on this old body and it hurts. 


Twice-born Ramprasad has got to say 
That, Mother, You've forgotten all 
About pity. Just come down once 
And stand in this lotus heart, 

Let me see You once and for all. 
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What am I—a rickety thing 
Born a month early? 


I'm not giving You up 
No matter how You glare at me. 


What's all this teasing and tricks, Mother, 
When I go to get what's mine? 


I’ve got Shiva’s promissory note 
Signed and sealed in my heart. 


Now I’m going to take You to His court 
And get a ruling. 


I'll show You what kind of son You’ve got 
When the hearing begins. 


I’ve also got the deed of my guru 
To show the court. 


Ramprasad says: this trial between us 
Is going to be a beauty, Mother. 
And I’m not going to settle 

Unless You take me lovingly to You. 
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I've got You figured, Hara— 
I'm going to grab Mother's feet and hang on. 


Bholanatha has slipped up this time 
And I'm telling everybody and anybody. 


How can He, a father, keep holding 
Mother's feet to His heart? 


As soon as father and son meet 
I'm going to put it to Him. 


He stole Mother's feet. 
Does He think He’s fooling anyone, playing dead? 


A child inherits his mother’s wealth— 
How does He explain taking it from me? 


If Bhola wants what's right 
He'd better let those feet go. 


I’m going to tell the world about Him, 
Even though it’s my own father. 


Ramprasad says: I’m not scared. 
Those feet trample fear. 
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Come on, Mind, let’s go steal— 
You and I together— 

All Shiva owns—Mother’s feet, 
If we can carry them off. 


But if they catch us 

In that watchful house, 

That would be the end of the body. 
They'd tie us up in Kailasa. 


Don’t forget your guru’s advice 
If we get in; we'll wound Shiva 
With an arrow of devotion, 
Then grab those feet and run. 
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Go on with the deception— 
I'm not going to be fooled anymore. 


I’ve come to rest at these calming feet, 
So the fear and trembling are over. 


I'm light, light of the Passions 
That almost sank me in the poisoned well. 


Pleasure and pain—what’s the difference? 
The uncontrollable fire in my head is going out. 


No more of the wine of desire, 
No more drunken begging door to door. 


No more snatching at windy hope, 
No more loose talk from the heart. 


I’m through with the tangling dazzle of tricks, 
And through with swings on the tree of love. 


Ramprasad says: It’s the pure milk I tasted, 
Why add buttermilk? 
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Mind, why do you fret so much, 
Like a motherless child? 


Here you are hunched up 
Continually brooding on Death. 


The Great Death can handle that 
And He's under the Mother’s feet. 


A snake afraid of a frog?—what rubbish! 
Can you, your Mother's son, fear Death? 


You’re mad—is anyone whose mother 
Is the Mother afraid of Death? 


Why do you sit in there crushed 
When all you have to say is ‘‘Durga, Durga’? 


Fear departs when you wake up. 
That’s the way it will be. 


Twice-born Ramprasad says: Mind, 
You do what you want, 

Keep on following the guru’s word, 
And what can He do, this Death 
Though He’s the Son of the Sun? 


46 


Now cry Kali and take the plunge! 

O, my Mind, dive into this sea, 

This heart which has yet to be sounded. 

There are gems down there that two or three dives 
Aren't going to get. Now, hold your breath 
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Now cry Kali and take the plunge! 

O, my Mind, dive into this sea, 

This heart which has yet to be sounded. 

There are gems down there that two or three dives 
Aren't going to get. Now, hold your breath 

And jump! Kick down to where She sits 

Deep in the wise waters, a great pearl. 

You can do it, all it takes 

Is overwhelming love and the memory 

Of Shiva’s good words. 


Down there the Six Passions cruise 

Like crocodiles snapping at anything 

That moves, so cover yourself with knowledge 
Like turmeric smeared on the skin— 

The odor will keep them off. 

I tell you there’s a world of wealth 

In that water. 


Ramprasad says: Dive in 
And you’re going to come up with a fortune. 


54 
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I’ve given my heart 
To the feet that forestall terror— 
What have I got to fear from Death? 


Kali’s name is the wish-giving trec. 
My heart is seeded with it. 


I've peddled my bones in the marketplace 
Of this world and bought up Durga’s name. 


I’m rooming in the house 
Of the good soul living in this flesh. 


So when Death enters, I’ve made up my mind 
To open my heart, to show Him all. 


Tara’s name is the best remedy. 
I've tied it to my topknot. 


Ramprasad says: I have begun 
My journey calling on the name 
Of Durga. 
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Go on—you’re only Death’s flunky, 
But I'm Mother’s son. 


You go ask your lord 
How many like me 
He’s welcomed warmly. 


I can be the death 
Of Death if only 
I keep Her light steady in my mind. 


Prasad says: listen, lackey, 

You watch your mouth around here. 
If you're tied up in Kali’s name 

And beaten, who's going to save you? 
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You’d better not touch me, 
Death—I’ve just lost caste 

On the very day 

The kind Mother was kind to me. 


Listen, Death, 

And I'll tell You how I lost it: 

I was a family man 

And that Dark Destroyer 

Made me a beggar. 

My heart and tongue joined forces 
To sing Kali’s name, 

And the Six Passions, 

Hearing that, jumped overboard 
And swam off. 


The power that made me an outcaste 
Is still wholly here. 


Prasad says: 
When an outcaste dies, 
Let Death not come too near. 


50 
All right, Death, 


Here I am. 


I’ve drawn a circle around me 
With Kali’s name. 


The Great Death, Kali on His chest, 
Has taken Her feet to His heart. 


Remembering that Her feet 
Cancel all fear, 
Who needs to fear Death? 
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What’s more to fear 

Around this place? 

My body is Tara’s field 

In which the God of Gods 

Like a good farmer 

Sows His seed with a great mantra. 


Around this body, faith 

Is set like a fence 

With patience for posts. 

With Shiva watching 

What can the thieves of time 
Hope to do? 

He oversees the Six Oxen 
Driving them out of the barn. 


He mows the grass of sin 
With the honed blade of Kali’s name. 


Love rains down 
And Devotion night and day. 


Prasad says: On Kali’s tree 
Goodness, wealth, love and release 
Can be had for the picking. 


52 
You'll find Mother 
In any house. 


Do I dare say it in public? 


She is Bhairavi with Shiva, 
Durga with Her children, 
Sita with Lakshmana. 


She’s mother, daughter, wife, sister— 
Every woman close to you. 


What more can Ramprasad say? 
You work the rest out from these hints. 


53 
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My mind dreams up this image 

I could make with clay. 

But is Mother clay? 

It’s a waste of labor. 

She has a sword, a necklace of skulls. 

Is Mother then an image of clay? 

Can an image of clay 

Cool the mind's fever? 

I've heard the hue of Her skin is a dark 
That lights the world. 

Can an image of clay be made 

That marvelous dark with a coat of paint? 
And Mother’s eyes 

Are the sun, the moon, the fire. 

What craftsman can render such eyes? 
Kali cuts down evil. 

Is this the work of straw and clay? 


She will scour his mind 
And show Herself to Ramprasad. 


61 
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Why should I go to Kashi? 
At Her feet you'll find it all— 
Gaya, the Ganges, Kashi. 
Meditating in my lotus heart 
I float on blissful waters. 
Her feet are red lotuses 
Crammed with shrines 

And Her name spoken 
Consumes evil like a fire 

In a pile of dry cotton. 

If there is no head to worry, 
You can't have a headache. 


Everytime I hear about Gaya, 

The offerings there, the good deeds 
Recited, I laugh. I know Shiva 

Has said that dying at Kashi saves. 
But I know too that salvation 
Always follows worship around 


Like a slave, and what’s this salvation 
If it swallows the saved like water 

In water? Sugar I love 

But haven’t the slightest desire 

To merge with sugar. 


Ramprasad says with amazement: 
Grace and mercy in Her wild hair— 
Think of that 

And all good things are yours. 
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O Mind, do you still cherish this fantasy of yours? 

What is Kali that you stare and haven't seen Her? 

O, you know the Three Worlds are the Mother’s image, 
You know, but do you really believe it? 

What kind of thing is your heart that it makes Her likeness 
in clay and then offers it up prayers? 
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She’s playing in my heart. 

Whatever I think, I think Her name. 
I close my eyes and She’s in there 
Garlanded with human heads. 


Common sense, know-how—gone, 
So they say I’m crazy. Let them. 
All I ask, my crazy Mother, 

Is that You stay put. 


Ramprasad cries out: Mother, don’t 
Reject this lotus heart You live in, 
Don’t despise this human offering 
At Your feet. 


57 
Why go live by the Ganges? 


I’m going to sit here 
And chant Mother's name. 


Why leave home 
And live somewhere else? 


At Her feet I have 
Hundreds of Ganges and Gayas. 


Ramprasad says: 

There's shelter enough 
At Kali’s feet. 

I'm not the kind of a son 
Who calls a stepmother 
Mother. 
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Mother, incomparably arrayed, 

Hair flying, stripped down, 

You battle-dance on Shiva’s heart, 

A garland of heads that bounce off 
Your heavy hips, chopped-off hands 
For a belt, the bodies of infants 

For earrings, and the lips, 

The teeth like jasmine, the face 

A lotus blossomed, the laugh, 

And the dark body boiling up and out 
Like a storm cloud, and those feet 
Whose beauty is only deepened by blood. 


So Prasad cries: My mind is dancing! 
Can I take much more? Can I bear 
An impossible beauty? 
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Sing Kali’s glory, 

Make a happy racket, 

Paddle this old boat of a body 
As fast as you can. 


What’s the trouble 
Of this world anyhow? 


Hoist your mind 

To catch the wind. 

Death can just stand on the shore 
And gape as you go spanking by, 
Sail full of the southern breeze. 


Shiva’s no liar— 

He’ll make all these powers 
Over which He has power 
Yours. 


Prasad says: anyone 
Who doesn’t agree 
Can just get out. 
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What good is a trip to Kashi? 

Right here at Kali’s feet you can find 

All ways out of this world. 

Right at Her feet there are three hundred 
And fifty million holy places for worship. 


If you know the prayer, 
If you understand the good words, 
Why do you have to set up house at Kashi? 


Think of the four-armed Kali 
And that flying hair 
In your lotus heart. 


O Ramprasad, sitting tight 
In this same room, you will be, 
Day and night, in Kashi. 
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Shout Her name: Kali, Kali! 

If they say, ‘‘He’s an old crackpot,” 

Let them. If they say bad things 

About you, what's it to you? 

Good is one thing, evil another. 

It’s good to be doing good. 

With Her name you can hack your way 
Through all this junk, the trash of a lifetime. 


But, O Ramprasad, admit it— 
You still walk through this sweet sham 
Of a world heartsick, dazed. 
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That’s it, Mother! 

The play is done. 

It’s over, my Happy One. 
I came into this world 
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That’s it, Mother! 

The play is done. 

It’s over, my Happy One. 

I came into this world 

To play, took the dust 

Of this world and played, 

And now, Daughter of High Places, 
Suddenly I’m scared. Death is so near, 
So serious. I think of those games 

I played as a boy, and all that breath 
Wasted in the pleasure of marriage 
When it should have gone for prayer. 


Ramprasad begs: Mother, 

Old age has broken me—what do I do now? 
Mother, teach this worshipper 

Worship, plunge me 

Into the saving waters. 
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APPENDIX 


We have drawn upon four Bengali collections for the lyrics in this 
book: Ramprasad Sener Granthabali, 6th ed. (Calcutta: Basumati- 
Sahitya-Mandir, n.d.); Amarendranath Ray, ed., Shakta Padabali 
(Calcutta: Calcutta University, 1957); Yogendranath Gupta, Sadhak 
Kabi Ramprasad (Calcutta: Bhattacharya Sons, Ltd., 1954); and 
Kamal Kumar Gangopadhyay, ed., Shakta-pada Sahitya o Shakta- 
padabali Cayan (Calcutta: M.L. De & Co., n.d.). 

Many of the lyrics have already been translated into English and 
French in the following volumes: Edward J. Thompson and Arthur 
Marshman Spencer, Bengali Religious Lyrics, Sakta (Calcutta: Oxford 
University Press, 1923); Jadunath Sinha, Rama Prasada's Devotional 
Songs (Calcutta: Sinha Publishing House Pvt. Ltd., 1966); and 
Michèle Lupsa, Chants à Kali de Ramprasad (Pondichery: Institut 
Français d’Indologie, 1967). 
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GLOSSARY 


Annaparna: she who is full [parpa] with food [anna]; an epithet for 
the goddess as the munificent provider. 

Bhairavi: the goddess; see Introduction. 

Bholanatha: the forgetful [40/2] lord [matha]; an epithet for Shiva 
who, under the influence of the narcotic g4#7@ and because he 
is often in a meditative (yogic) trance, is frequently forgetful 
of his duties. 

chakori: birds supposed to feed on moonbeams; feminine of chakora. 


Dark Age: &a/z, the last of the four yugas or ages within the Hindu 
cosmic cycle; other yugas in order of occurrence are &rita (also 
known as satya), treta, and dvapara; the kali yuga, in which we 
now live, is the most degenerate of the four and ends with the 
destruction of the universe which will then be recreated anew. 


Dark Destroyer: an epithet for the goddess as destroyer. 

Dark One: an epithet for Vishnu. 

Daughter of the High Places: an epithet for the goddess whose father 
is the high mountains, the Himalayas; see Giri or Himalaya. 

Devi: ‘‘goddess'’; as Durga or Kali, her iconography shows her to 
have a third eye (as does Shiva) in the middle of her forehead; 
feminine of deva [god]. 

Durga: the goddess; see Introduction. 

Five Elements: earth, water, fire, air, and ether. 

Five Senses: see Ten Senses. 

Ganesh: lord [1s4, ftom ishvara] of the people or demigods [gapas]; 
the elephant-headed son of Shiva and the goddess. 


Ganges: the river which runs from the Himalayas through north- 
central India, emptying into the Bay of Bengal; this celestial 
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GLOSSARY 


river goddess descended to earth, falling first on Shiva's 
matted hair so as not to crush the world on impact; she is con- 
sidered the second wife of Shiva, co-wife with Durga, and thus 
stepmother to the poet; the Ganges, being sacred, is a place of 
pilgrimage. 

Garuda: a mythical, giant bird which transports Vishnu. 

Gauri: the goddess; see Introduction. 

Gaya: a sacred place of pilgrimage in northeastern India. 

Giri: ‘‘mountain’’; the name of the goddess’s father; see Himalaya. 

God of Gods: an epithet for Shiva. 

God with Five Faces: an epithet for Shiva whose iconography some- 
times shows him with five faces. 


God with Four Faces: an epithet for Brahma whose iconography 
sometimes shows him with four faces. 


Great Death: an epithet for Shiva who brings about the destruction 
of the universe at the end of the ali yuga. 

Great Lord: an epithet for Shiva. 

guru: a guide-teacher in spiritual matters. 

Happy One: an epithet for the goddess as she who is full of ananda 
{bliss}. 

Hara: ‘‘destroyer’’; an epithet for Shiva. 


Hari: a name of Vishnu; when a Bengali Hindu dies, relatives and 
friends, chanting Hari’s name bear the shrouded body (face 
exposed) to the burning ground for cremation on a litter 
adorned with flowers and incense; a pitcher is used to pour 
sacred water on the ashes. 


Himalaya: abode [a/aya] of snow [hima]; the name of the goddess's 
father; the northern mountain range in the South Asian sub- 
continent; see Giri. 

Kailasa: a mountain in the Himalayas on top of which live Shiva and 
his goddess wife. 

Kali: the goddess; see Introduction. 


karma: action; ‘‘fate,’’ acts whose consequences affect the actor now 
and/or in a subsequent life. 


Kashi: another name for Benares, a city most sacred to Shiva. 
khir: milk boiled down until thick, with sugar added. 
Lakshmana: brother-in-law to Sita. 


71 


GLOSSARY 


Lord of the Mountain: an epithet for the goddess’s father; see Giri or 
Himalaya. 

Mahishasura: water-buffalo [mahisha] demon or antigod [asura]; 
slain by Durga. 

mantra: a special, sacred utterance. 

Mathura: Krishna’s birthplace in north-central India. 

Maya: ‘‘illusion,’’ what seems real to man; one of the powers all- 
mighty divinities possess and a deified power in her own right. 

Radha: lover of Krishna; she was forced to pay the boatman (Krishna 
in disguise) before he would take her to Mathura. 

Shiva: a supreme god in Hinduism, the gods’ god; his two attendants 
are Nandi and Bhringi; see Instruction. 

Sita: wife of Rama and sister-in-law to his younger brother, 
Lakshmana. 

Six Passions, etc.: lust, anger, greed, lethargy, pride, and envy, the 
enemies [ripu] of man; see Instruction. 

Son of the Sun: an epithet for Yama, lord of death; the Sun's other 
son is the malevolent planet Saturn [shani]. 

Stepmother: see Ganges. 

Tantras: texts pertinent to Shaktism; sacred books of a tradition not 
of but parallel to that contained in the Vedas; see Vedas. 

Tara: the goddess; see Introduction. 

Ten Senses: the ‘‘senses'’ of action [Aarmendriya] are (1) speech 
organ [väk], (2) hand [papi], (3) foot [pada], (4) anus [päyu], 
and genitalia [upastha]; the ‘‘senses’’ of knowledge [sranen- 
driya) are (1) eye [cakshu], (2) ear [karna], (3) nose [nastka], (4) 
tongue [yzhva], and skin [tye]. 

Terrible One: an epithet for the goddess as fear-instiller. 

Three Worlds: heaven [svarga], ‘‘mortal’’ earth [martya], and the 
nether world [pata/a]; collectively, the entire universe. 
Twice-born: a term designating, theoretically, a member of any of 
the higher vargas (Brahman, Kshatriya, or Vaishya) after ritual 
rebirth through the xpamayana ceremony during which the 
sacred thread is vested; usually refers to a Brahman, also 
spelled Brahmin; Bengali Vaidyas may claim twice-born 
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Vedas: the most ancient sacred books of the Hindus. 

Vishnu: a supreme god in Hinduism; he is dark complexioned. 

Uma: the goddess; see Introduction. 

Woman of Stone: an epithet for the goddess whose father is the stone 
mountains, the Himalayas; see Giri or Himalaya. 

Yogi: one who practices yoga; Shiva is the greatest of yogis; see 
Introduction. 


THE POEMS 
OF RAMPRASAD SEN 


emerge from the context of a very old Indian religious cult, one 
with which orthodox Hindus sometimes find themselves 
uncomfortable. Known as bhakti, this type of faith expressed a 
spirit of revolt against the brahman-dominated Hindu orthod- 
oxy and the aim of achieving a direct passionate relationship 
with a particular deity that orthodoxy prevented. 

Though Ramprasad was not shy about letting his personal 
feelings into his songs, little is known about his life except that 
he flourished in eighteenth-century Bengal. He scorned caste, 
ritual, pilgrimage, and sacrifice—preferring to embrace a fer- 
vent devotion to the mother goddess. His songs and poems cry 
out the ordinary and divine at once in passionate concentra- 
tion. The translators succeed in capturing the vitality and 
earthy quality of Ramprasad’s uncompromising quest for 
release and liberation—his excruciating joy of devotion. 
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